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ABSTRACT: By March 2017, Facebook had more than 1.94 billion active users
monthly. Even as firms increasingly invest in social media, however, businesses appear
only moderately satisfied with the bottom line of such social commerce efforts. To assist
future efforts in social commerce, this research builds on social capital theory to
investigate the effects of individual social interactions on social networking sites
(SNSs) on users’ happiness and well-being by examining how size and intimacy of
the social network online and the mediating influence of two social capital facets,
bonding and bridging, impact those outcomes. Among 2,116 Facebook users, intimacy
and network size affect well-being, through social capital. The findings reveal the
importance of getting ahead (i.e., bridging social capital) rather than getting by (i.e.,
bonding social capital) among SNS users who seek novel information and experiences.
The results imply that social interactions through SNSs are valuable for individuals and
firms, because they guide efforts in improving social capital—and bridging social capital
in particular—to improve the individual’s well-being.
KEY WORDS AND PHRASES:: Bonding, bridging, happiness, social capital, social
capital theory, social commerce, social networking sites, well-being.
With today’s general popularity of social media—as of November 2016, 79
percent of U.S. adults who are online use Facebook (FB) [26]—firms are
integrating social media to drive electronic commerce success [43]. Those
integration efforts have led to novel business models of electronic commerce
and a nascent literature stream on social commerce [44, 46]. According to
Liang and Turban [46, p. 5], social commerce “involves using Web 2.0 social
media technologies to support online interactions and user contributions to
assist in the acquisition of products and services.” Turban, Strauss, and Lai
[76] explain that social commerce is created from the integration of e-com-
merce and e-marketing using social media applications. Different forms of
users’ social interactions [84] such as word of mouth (WOM) are expected to
be main drivers of social commerce [44, 45, 46]. Further research finds that
interpersonal relationships are key in social commerce success [31, 44]. In
turn, the literature diverges in terms of the impact of the strength of the tie
between the sender and the receiver of information on actual social com-
merce success: While Van Noort, Antheunis, and van Reijmersdal [81]
emphasize the importance of strong ties, DeBruyn and Lilien [18] show
that strong ties affect awareness, but not consumption. This observation
raises the question of whether it is the quality (i.e., intimacy with social
networking site [SNS] friends) or the quantity and diversity of relationships
that ultimately drives social commerce success.
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To tap into the potential of social commerce, firms have started to invest
heavily in social media. In 2015, the advertising revenue of SNSs worldwide
was US$25.14 billion and was estimated to reach US$41 billion by 2017.1
However, although firms plan to spend more on social media such as SNSs,
businesses still struggle with performance and the bottom line [56].
Furthermore, as a backbone of social commerce, social interactions within
social media are vital [76]. However, the first studies show that SNSs,
especially FB, are confronting the beginning phase of abandonment and
decline in activity [12]. This tendency can potentially harm socially oriented
electronic commerce initiatives in the future and calls for approaches to
sustain social interactions within social media sites such as FB. Recently,
social capital (i.e., the resources embedded in social networks) has been
highlighted as a main framework to drive social commerce success and to
support the sustainability of SNSs [76].
For this reason, the present research proposes to investigate what drives
users’ happiness and well-being regarding their social interactions in SNSs
with a focus on social capital. The determinants and individual outcomes of
social capital are usually examined in multiple fields. Research in various life
sciences shows that social interactions with friends and connectedness posi-
tively influence mental and physical well-being [34, 36]. The abundance of
potential online relationships—on average, each FB user has 130 friends
(bidirectionally connected contacts who can view each other’s profiles and
posts [8])—makes the benefits of friendship (i.e., emotional and social sup-
port or getting by) nearly impossible to achieve. As a consequence, the
detrimental effects of the Internet on social capital and well-being have
received increasing attention [64]. Yet the Internet can facilitate interpersonal
communication and interactions with close friends (i.e., bonding social capi-
tal or getting by) and a broad variety of other relationships to get novel
information and experiences (i.e., bridging social capital or getting ahead), to
help people develop and leverage their social capital [34], but it is unclear
whether and how SNSs and the social capital among them affect users’ well-
being. On one hand, dramatic increases in the quantity of connections on
SNSs may decrease the quality (i.e., the intimacy) of relationships with other
individuals [41], increase stress-related factors (e.g., fear of missing informa-
tion from friends) [5], and decrease happiness or well-being [42]. On the
other hand, additional weak ties with people in various contexts might
enable users to learn new things about their SNS connections and preferred
brands [25, 40].
The empirically supported benefits of social interactions in related fields
such as medicine and psychology on one side and computer-mediated and
digitally enhanced relationships within SNS on the other raise two funda-
mental questions about interactions and relations on an SNS: (1) Is social
capital enhanced by the quantity (i.e., number of SNS friends), or the quality
(i.e., intimacy with SNS friends), or both? (2) To what extent does the
accessed social capital affect individuals’ happiness and well-being? In an
effort to contribute to the electronic commerce and marketing literature (and
the field of the nascent social commerce [46]), we seek a better theoretical and
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empirical understanding of the effects of social capital within SNSs. We
propose a conceptual framework—based on social capital theory [47]—of
how two central social network characteristics—the quality (i.e., intimacy
with SNS friends) and the quantity (i.e., number of SNS friends) of relations
—affect the facets of social capital (bonding and bridging), happiness, and
well-being. In the literature, intimacy relates to the perceived quality of
relationships [75] and usually refers to feelings of closeness, connectedness,
and boundedness [74] and is often understood through categories of relation-
ships within SNSs [9]. Furthermore, we empirically assess the routes to
happiness and well-being from an SNS through social capital. With a large,
quantitative study of 2,116 FB users, we test our hypotheses, which lead to
unique results and ideas for further research.
The present research contributes to the social commerce literature in
several ways: First, we craft a conceptual model based on social capital
theory to link the network characteristics of an SNS to users’ well-being by
supporting the mediating role of social capital. We combine existing per-
spectives to transfer the simultaneous analysis of different types of social
capital in enhancing well-being to an SNS. Second, while practitioners still
struggle with the impact of their social media engagements on the bottom
line, our study deals with social network characteristics and social capital
from the users’ perspective, and thus contributes to the increasing literature
on social commerce [46]. Understanding the effects of FB network character-
istics and social capital on individual-level outcomes, such as happiness and
well-being, presents an important insight to drive the success of SNSs [52],
and thus social commerce in the future: embracing the role of social capital in
individuals’ happiness and well-being is vital to maintain and further
develop social interactions and activity—including commercially oriented
activities.
Literature Review
Social Capital: Concept and Theory
Social capital theory was identified as a valuable theoretical framework for
addressing social commerce-related topics [76] as it focuses on “the resources
embedded in one’s social network and how access to and use of such
resources benefit the individual actions [and outcomes]” [47, p. 55].
Founded upon the straightforward capital-oriented premise that investment
in social relations will yield expected returns, social capital theory finds
applications in a wide range of social sciences including economic, political,
labor-, and community-related applications [1, 47]. In the understanding of
social capital theory, it is assumed that individuals’ actions are driven by two
forces: maintaining valued (existing) resources and gaining valued (addi-
tional or new) resources [47]. Maintaining valued resources is related to the
similarity of resources that are assumed to reflect proximity, whereas gaining
valued resources requires access to actors with other—distant—social
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positions [47]. Social capital theory, therefore, states that two types of social
interactions exist in building social capital: homophilous and heterophilous
interactions [47]. The former characterize interactions between actors with
similar resources, and the latter describe interactions between individuals
with dissimilar resources [47]. Thus, social capital explains that “actors
access social capital, through interactions [with homophilous and heterophi-
lous relational resources], to promote purposive actions” [47, p. 48]. Further,
to gain social capital, actors seek interactions with other actors who have
similar (i.e., homophilous, such as close friends) and dissimilar (i.e., hetero-
philous, such as more distant relationships) resources. Interactions between
actors with similar resources are promoted by empathy and intimacy,
whereas interactions with an actor with dissimilar resources provide access
to new and rare resources beyond homophilous interactions [47]. In hetero-
philous interactions (usually characterized by weak ties between actors),
individuals can obtain new information [25] by being brokers in interactions
with actors who are otherwise disconnected [10, 11]. Social capital further
takes into account that actors in homophilous interactions aim at sharing and
confiding in order to receive appreciative understanding and counseling,
whereas actors seek out heterophilous interactions to access information
and influence [47].
Most literature describes social capital as an elastic or diffuse term [39].
However, “the core idea of social capital theory is that social networks have
value” [64], and in Table 1, we offer a nonexhaustive overview of the
definitions of the term. This summary reveals a key distinction [47]: social
capital may be a collective or individual asset [15, 63]. As a collective asset,
social capital can be developed and maintained in a community or collective.
As an individual asset, social capital refers to a person’s investment in social
relationships and ability to capture their embedded resources [47].
Burt [11] points to an important source of disagreement when it comes to
social capital and networks of relations: in various connections and types of
connections, who is better connected, an individual with a large variety of
relations or an individual with intimate relations? We seek to understand
Table 1. Definitions of social capital
Author(s) Definition
Bourdieu [7] “Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition” (p. 248).
Coleman [15] Social capital “is not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in
common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain
actions of actors . . . within the structure” (p. S98).
Putnam [63] Social capital “refers to features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social
trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (p. 67).
Lin [47] “Social capital consists of resources embedded in one’s network or associations” (p. 56).
Adler and Kwon
[1]
“Social capital is the goodwill available to individuals or groups. Its source lies in the
structure and content of the actor’s social relations. Its effects flow from the information,
influence, and solidarity it makes available to the actor” (p. 23).
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social capital as an individual asset (see Table 1). To capture the variety of
connections described by Burt [11], the literature distinguishes between two
types of social capital: bonding social capital and bridging social capital [64].
The first type of social capital (bonding social capital) occurs in emotionally
close relationships, such as those with family members and close friends [83],
who provide social and emotional support. The second type (bridging social
capital) is derived from a larger number of weaker ties (e.g., acquaintances,
superficial connections) that enable people to access novel ideas or informa-
tion [63]. Bonding social capital entails strong ties [25], is oriented toward an
internal group, and can be exclusive [64]. Bridging social capital addresses
networks of weak ties [25], is oriented across groups, and appears inclusive
[64]. Furthermore, bonding social capital is good for getting by, but bridging
social capital is good for getting ahead [64]. Both facets seemingly might
increase positive outcomes, such as individual well-being.
Social Networks, Social Capital, and Well-being
In addition to economic performance variables, such as customer lifetime
value [69], firms that subscribe to this idea focus on consumer welfare and
well-being—that is, the social, economic, psychological, spiritual, and med-
ical condition of consumers, such that greater well-being implies a positive
experience, whereas less well-being evokes negative perceptions [2]. From a
broad perspective, subjective well-being “reflects the extent to which people
think and feel that their life is going well” [48, p. 795]. Although well-being
has been defined in various ways [60], the literature most widely recognizes
that individuals’ beliefs and feelings about their life include cognitive and
affective components [48]. Well-being and happiness are often used inter-
changeably in the literature [57], but Lucas, Diener, and Suh [49] find that
happiness, life satisfaction, and depression are distinct concepts. Happiness
refers to an emotional and affective construct, which is evaluated instinc-
tively [58]. Further, happiness refers to the affective evaluations of a target
(i.e., social networking in the present study) [65]. In contrast to happiness, we
understand well-being in the present context as a cognitive construct that
refers to the overall assessment of an individual’s global situation. Lucas,
Diener, and Suh emphasize that researchers “must carefully consider which
components are most useful for their purposes” [48, p. 798]. The purpose of
the present study is to investigate the impact of social relationships and
networks on subjective well-being. Social connectedness in networks poten-
tially enhances the cognitive components of one’s life evaluations (e.g., lone-
liness and liberty in life). Compared with subjective well-being that covers
cognitive components, we understand subjective happiness as an indivi-
dual’s global, subjective, and emotional assessment of specific experiences
and/or life events [50].2
In these determinations, social networks have value. Before the emergence
of SNSs and the importance those platforms have attained today, research on
the potentially beneficial effects of individuals’ social interactions and social
capital were mainly conducted within disciplines beyond business and
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information systems. As social capital theory states that social networks have
value independently from their offline or online nature, a concise overview
of the research in other disciplines is needed. This overview is necessary to
understand whether the place of social networks (i.e., offline or online)
influences its effects. Thus, psychology, medical, and biology research sup-
ports the positive effects of social activity, interactions, and connectedness on
people’s mental and physical well-being (see Table 2) [34, 36]. Reis and
Franks [67], for example, find relations among intimacy (that is, perceived
closeness within relationships), social support, and health status and reveal a
mediated effect of intimacy on a patient’s well-being through social support.
Mitchinson et al. [55] emphasize the impact of network size—that is, the
quantity instead of the quality of relationships—on outcomes related to well-
being, such as patients’ anxiety and pain. In a study of patients recovering
from strokes, Haslam et al. [30] show that life satisfaction is associated with
membership in multiple groups before the stroke and the maintenance of
group memberships. Jones et al. [38] further emphasize the importance of
individual investments in social relationships, because forming new group
memberships reduces the development of posttraumatic stress syndrome
after injuries.
These studies focus on offline social networks, but the Internet and SNSs
provide an extended venue for interpersonal communication and interac-
tions to build and maintain social activity and relationships, through the
development of social capital [34]. For example, as of March 2017, FB
counted 1.94 billion active users each month and 1.28 billion daily active
users.3 However, according to one stream, the Internet actually might hinder
the development of social capital [41, 64], because online usage might dis-
place offline social activities, leading to loneliness and depression. However,
other studies advance the view that the Internet can enhance social capital.
Advocates of this positive perspective emphasize that online interactions and
connections supplement offline social interactions [16, 47]. Most empirical
studies support this stream of literature, identifying the benefits of online
social interactions for building social capital (Table 3).
Table 2. Social connections, social capital, and well-being
Author(s) Context Main finding(s)
Reis and Franks
[67]
846 patients (primary medical
care)
Intimacy and social support are related to health
status. A mediated effect of intimacy on well-being
moved through social support.
Mitchinson et al.
[55]
605 patients (Veterans Affairs’
medical centers)
Patients with larger social networks showed better
well-being–related outcomes than patients with small
or nonexistent social networks.
Haslam et al. [30] 53 patients (stroke recovery) Life satisfaction is associated with both multiple group
membership prior to stroke and the maintenance of
group memberships.
Jones et al. [38] 93 patients (head injuries)
surveyed at discharge and 3
months later
The formation of new group memberships reduces
the development of posttraumatic stress syndrome
after injuries.
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Despite increasing attention to topics related to the development and
maintenance of social capital through SNSs and their effects on well-being,
we note three prominent research gaps we attempt to fill with the present
study:
1. Inclusion of bridging and bonding social capital. Friends made online on
SNSs are people with whom users can create and maintain weak or
strong interpersonal ties. While the literature on social networks
Table 3 Online social connections, social capital, and well-being





● Strong association between Facebook use and social
capital facets, but strongest link to bridging social
capital.
● Facebook use interacts with measures of psychological




92 (panel), 288, and 481
undergraduate students
● Facebook allows the building and maintaining of weak
ties among large groups of acquaintances and
superficial connections and therefore enhances bridging
social capital.
● Self-esteem moderates the relationship between
Facebook usage intensity and bridging social capital.
Valenzuela, Park,
and Kee [77]
2,603 college students ● Positive relationship between Facebook use intensity
and students’ life satisfaction.
● Use of Facebook and Facebook Groups significantly
affects social capital (i.e., social trust and civic and
political participation).
Kim and Lee [40] 391 college students ● Direct positive relationship between the number of
Facebook friends and subjective well-being (not
mediated by social support).




88 college students ● A larger social network (i.e., number of Facebook
friends), independent of the quality of connections,
enhances well-being and social support.
Wilcox and
Stephen [82]
921 users (U.S. panel; 5
experiments)
● Social network use enhances self-esteem in users who
are focused on close friends (i.e., strong ties) while
browsing their social network.
Oh, Ozkaya, and
LaRose [59]
339 adult participants ● Effects of network size (i.e., number of Facebook
friends) on psychological outcomes (e.g., affect and life
satisfaction), but the importance of the quality of
interaction between SNS users with positive affect is
highlighted.
Ellison et al. [21] 614 adult participants ● Positive relationships of number of total Facebook
friends, actual friends on Facebook, and Facebook
relationship maintenance behaviors.
Rozzell et al. [68] 88 college students ● Social support can be obtained from nonclose as well
as close relationships on Facebook.
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initially emphasized the bonding social capital facet, Granovetter [25]
and Burt [10, 11] point out the importance of bridging social capital.
Yet, in the case of SNS-specific literature, the opposite seems to be the
case: existing research suggests mainly that SNSs are useful for
developing bridging social capital [19], and SNS-related research has
neglected the second facet, bonding social capital.
2. Integration of intimacy or closeness with friends on SNSs and the effects.
Existing studies investigate the link between SNS usage intensity or
the number of friends [53]. Few studies have included the quality or
closeness of these relationships [67].
3. Consideration of social capital as a mediator between social network char-
acteristics and well-being or happiness. In most studies, social capital is
the dependent variable, and the facets of social capital (e.g., social
support) are independent variables [68], used to explain well-being–
related outcomes (e.g., stress, loneliness, self-esteem, life satisfaction)
[40, 59]. Some studies also link SNS use directly to well-being out-
comes (e.g., self-esteem) [82]. However, researchers have neglected
the potential mediation of social capital.
Hypothesis Development
To fill these three gaps, we propose a conceptual model in which we link the
characteristics of an online social network (i.e., network size and intimacy) to
two outcome variables—happiness (i.e., the affective evaluation of SNS
interactions as the target) with the SNS and its impact on well-being (i.e., a
cognitive evaluation of the SNS’s impact on a user’s overall situation)—
through bonding (i.e., valuable resources accessed through relations and
interactions with strong ties) and bridging (i.e., additional resources accessed
through relations and interactions with weak ties) social capital (see
Figure 1).
Figure 1. Conceptual model
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In work on the network structure of social capital, Burt [11, p. 385] refers
to network content as “the substance of relationships” and the qualities
defined by distinctions between friendship and distant forms of relations,
such as acquaintances. Social capital theory formulates a “strength-of-strong-
tie proposition” [47, p. 65] —that is, the stronger the relationship (i.e.,
intimacy), the more likely the sharing and exchange of resources (i.e., social
capital). The proposition therefore concentrates on the probability that social
capital is accessed because of the strength of relationships with others [15,
47]. Furthermore, according to the relationship quality and social support
literature [67], intimacy with friends on the SNS should increase the prob-
ability that a user will find social and emotional support. This rationale is in
line with recent findings by the Pew Internet and American Life Project [29]
—compared with the average U.S. consumer, Facebook users have more
close relationships and receive more social support. We hypothesize:
Hypothesis 1a: Intimacy with SNS friends positively influences bond-
ing social capital.
In the seminal work on the strength of weak ties, Granovetter [25] states
that if individuals want to access additional and new resources in terms of
information, individuals may be more likely to be able to access those
resources in social circles different from their own. Flipping this rationale
around provides the reasoning that the more intimate an actor’s network of
interactions and relations, the fewer opportunities this actor has to interact
with actors with dissimilar resources (i.e., new information), and the less
bridging social capital the actor accesses. Granovetter’s reasoning is reflected
in the strength-of-weak-tie proposition in social capital theory [47]. Empirical
research further shows that weak ties have a more important role in informa-
tion diffusion than strong ties [3]. Consistent with social network theory [39],
a social network that comprises an increased number of close relationships
leads to redundant and less diverse information, which reduces opportu-
nities to obtain novel ideas. Thus:
Hypothesis 1b: Intimacy with SNS friends negatively influences brid-
ging social capital.
In addition to the quality of one’s SNS relationships (i.e., intimacy), the
quantity of those relations (i.e., size of one’s network in terms of the number
of SNS friends) has received increasing academic interest [21, 40, 53, 59, 73]
but thus far has been included as the only variable and not in combination
with the quality of those relations (i.e., intimacy). The size of one’s network
in terms of the number of friends is therefore included in the present study to
merge and contrast theoretical contributions from network closure [15] and
structural holes [10, 11].
The 2011 Pew Internet research project [29] also reveals that although SNS
users have an increased number of close relationships, the users maintain an
important number of distant or dormant relationships that can become
important sources of future information. The size of an individual’s network
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on an SNS (i.e., number of SNS friends) should thus increase the likelihood of
finding friends who provide social and emotional support, such that it
should enhance bonding social capital [29], as well as the probability of
meeting new people and learning new things, such that it should enhance
bridging social capital [20]. Burt [11] suggests that the value of social capital
is affected by the number of connections. Formally,
Hypothesis 2: Network size in an SNS positively influences (a) bonding
capital and (b) bridging capital.
Consistent with social capital theory [47], we expect both facets of social
capital to exert positive influences on the outcome variables in our model:
happiness and the impact of SNS use on subjective well-being. Lin [47], for
instance, stresses the term “return” in social capital theory, a broad term that
encompasses well-being. Empirical research supports the effects of social
capital developed offline on well-being and happiness [64]; social capital
reinforces psychological resources, such as self-esteem, and supplies emo-
tional support. Existing research affirms these effects of social support [67,
82] and of vast, diverse social interactions [40, 59] on psychological out-
comes, such as happiness and subjective well-being. We further expect the
affective evaluation (i.e., happiness) of social interactions within the SNS to
positively influence the broader and more cognitive assessment of the indi-
vidual’s global situation (i.e., subjective well-being). According to the litera-
ture on the hedonic (e.g., affective and emotional evaluations such as
happiness) and eudaimonic (e.g., well-being in fully functioning individuals)
facets of well-being, positive experiences and affect influence subjective-well-
being [32]. To transfer previous findings to the SNS environment, we for-
mulate the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 3: Bonding social capital positively influences (a) happiness
with the SNS and (b) overall perceived well-being.
Hypothesis 4: Bridging social capital positively influences (a) happiness
with the SNS and (b) overall perceived well-being.
Hypothesis 5: Happiness with the SNS positively influences overall
perceived well-being.
We embrace the prediction that social capital mediates the impact of
online social network characteristics (i.e., number of friends and intimacy)
on happiness with the SNS and subjective well-being, consistent with the
global model in social capital theory established by Lin [47], which links
network characteristics (such as tie strength and bridging) to social capital
(as the lynchpin) and return (such as well-being as the outcome). Valkenburg
and Peter’s [78] Internet-enhanced self-disclosure hypothesis further sup-
ports the rationale. The authors contend that direct links from online social
interactions and communication to well-being factors have been overempha-
sized. Instead, the authors suggest that developed social capital mediates
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those associations. The reasoning is consistent with assumptions in social
capital theory that the stronger the tie, the more likely the social capital
accessed will positively affect success and outcomes [47]. Further, this ratio-
nale can be extrapolated to the effect that the number of ties positively
influences accessed social capital, which, in turn, will positively affect success
and outcomes. This reasoning has received some empirical support from
related fields, such as in Park and Lee’s [61] study of adolescents’ smart-
phone use, which reveals that bonding and bridging social capital, main-
tained and developed through smartphone use, leads to increased individual
well-being dimensions, such as self-esteem. Chan [13] affirms the mediated
effects of mobile phone use for online purposes on psychological well-being,
through bonding and bridging social capital. Thus:
Hypothesis 6: Social capital mediates the effects of intimacy and net-
work size on happiness with the SNS and overall perceived well-being.
Method
Design and Measurement
We investigate the extent to which the size and intimacy of a person’s social
network on an SNS affects his or her subjective well-being, through the
development of social capital. We adopt FB as the focal SNS, because FB is
the largest social networking site, with more than 1.94 billion monthly active
users and the highest penetration rate for an SNS: 79 percent of U.S. adults
who are online use FB [26].
To investigate the research hypotheses, we analyzed the effects of the size
and intimacy of respondents’ FB social networks on the respondents’ happi-
ness with the service and subjective well-being, using the two facets of social
capital (i.e., bonding and bridging) as potential mediators. The items for
measuring the respondents’ happiness with FB [58] and the two facets of
social capital [83] were adapted from previous literature; the items we used
to measure the impact of FB on overall well-being were developed for this
study and reflected cognitive components [48]. For respondents’ happiness
with FB, we used two items—“Taking everything together, I feel happy with
Facebook” and “I feel good with Facebook”—that reflect the global, affective
assessment of FB as the target object [50, 65]. To measure the impact of FB on
the respondent’s well-being, the items included “Facebook makes me feel
less lonely in my life.” Bonding social capital was measured through
responses to items such as, “Among my Facebook friends, there are several
people I trust to help solve my problems,” whereas the bridging social
capital items included, for example, “Interacting with my Facebook friends
makes me interested in things that happen outside my town.” Finally, we
used respondents’ self-declared level of general FB usage as a potential
moderator, such as in response to “I can rarely go a week without any
Facebook interactions,” adapted from Spitzberg [72]. All the measurement
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instruments satisfied conventional standards of reliability and validity (see
Appendix Tables A1 and A2) [28]. Based on the structure that emerged from
the data, we treated the two social capital facets as second-order constructs.
Bonding social capital integrates dimensions that are related to interactions
and friendship; bridging social capital combines two dimensions related to
news and new things and people and brands (see Appendix A1). To measure
the network size, we asked the respondents to provide their number of FB
friends as proposed by Kim and Lee [40]. To operationalize intimacy as the
second network characteristic, we further asked respondents to classify their
SNS friends into categories. Categorization approaches are widely used in
the literature to capture the quality or intimacy of relationships: Becker et al.
[4], for instance, separate friendships into casual, close, and best, whereas
Hsu, Wang, and Tai [35] propose a similar categorization and add a fourth
group: new friends. Further, Bryant and Marmo [9] cluster relationships in
three broad categories—close, casual, and acquaintance. In this study, we
decided to adopt Manago, Taylor, and Greenfield’s [53] approach, which
consisted of seven relationship intimacy categories: close relationships (the
most intimate; including best friends, very good friends, good friends, cur-
rent boy- or girlfriend, or family members), acquaintances (including friends
of friends or acquaintances), activity- or occupation-related relationships
(including teammates, classmates, or coworkers), maintenance relationships
(including high school friends or past romantic partners), online-only rela-
tionships (including online friends or online gaming partners), strangers (i.e.,
SNS friends not known to the respondent), and others (least intimate).
Manago, Taylor, and Greenfield’s work is based on a clustering approach
of various (inter)personal relationships into seven clear and easily under-
stood categories. We then calculated an intimacy index by summing the
factor results of the percentage of friends in each category, multiplied by
the level of intimacy (i.e., 7 for close relationships, 1 for other relationships).
The formulation of network characteristics (i.e., size and intimacy) is consis-
tent with similar approaches to social network indexes proposed by Cohen
[14].
Participants
We collected data in April 2014, in collaboration with a large online com-
munity in France and Spain. Targeting the members of this online commu-
nity increased the probability of identifying FB users. The link to the online
questionnaire for the study appeared on the communities’ blogs. The call for
participation in our study did not reveal any aspects of the research goals
and purpose. The short text, which preceded the link to the online survey,
only stated that the study was about the individuals’ usage and opinions
about FB. The final sample across both countries consisted of 2,116 people
(equally distributed across countries) who have one FB account that they use
for personal purposes. The average age of the respondents was 33.86 years
(SD = 8.703), and the respondents had 148.40 friends on average (SD =
153.68). We found no statistically significant differences between countries
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in terms of respondents’ age (F = .126, p > .1), intimacy (F = 1.020, p > .1), or
number of friends (F = 2.151, p > .1). The mean level of the intimacy index
was 5.22 (SD = 5.97) pointing out that across the sample, respondents
described their SNS friends as close. On average, the respondents count
more than 50 percent (M = 54.62, SD = 25.70) of their FB friends as close
relationships, 13.87 percent (SD = 14.25) as acquaintances, 15.78 percent (SD
= 15.20) as activity- or occupation-related relationships, 8.59 percent (SD =
10.68) as maintenance relationships, 4.75 percent (SD = 10.18) as online-only
relationships, 1.64 percent (SD = 6.58) as strangers, and 0.69 percent (SD =
3.94) as others.
Results
We used covariance-based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) to test the
hypotheses. The assessment of the measurement model indicated that the
results respected conventional fit thresholds goodness-of-fit index (GFI) =
.933, adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI) = .909, confirmatory fit index
(CFI) = .953, Tucker–Lewis index = .943, and root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = .067) [28]. The CB-SEM results are presented in
Figure 2.
Specifically, the path coefficients in Figure 2 indicate a negative relation
between the two social network characteristics, intimacy and size (β = –.246,
p < .001), which supports the intuition that users with a very high proportion
of close relationships on FB also have fewer SNS connections on FB in
general, whereas users with a very large network in terms of size have a
weaker proportion of intimate relationships on FB. Except for the statistically
nonsignificant direct impact of bonding social capital on FB’s impact on well-
being, the other hypotheses received support, with signs in the expected
directions. Intimacy positively influenced bonding social capital (β = .106, p <
.001; H1a was supported) but negatively affected bridging social capital (β =
–.085, p = .001; H1b was supported). The size of the respondent’s network on
Figure 2. Results of the structural equation model
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FB positively influenced bonding (β = .206, p < .001; H2a was supported) and
bridging (β = .169, p < .001; H2b was supported) social capital. The expected
positive influence of bonding social capital on the impact of FB on well-being
was not statistically significant (β = –.029, p = .176; H3b was rejected), but
bonding social capital statistically significantly affected perceived happiness
with the respondents’ FB use (β = .221, p < .001; H3a was supported).
Bridging social capital strongly influenced happiness with FB use (β = .543,
p < .001; H4a was supported) and the impact of FB on the respondents’ well-
being (β = .790, p < .001; H4b was supported). Finally, we found support for
H5 only at the 10 percent level, but the respondents’ happiness with their FB
use appeared to positively affect the impact of FB on their lives (β = .056, p =
.072).4
Next, we used a two-step procedure to assess the expected mediation of
the effects of the social network characteristics on the outcome variables
through the two social capital facets (H6). First, we used the differences in
fit (i.e., Δχ2 [1]) between the hypothesized structural model (cf. Figure 1) and
several alternative models, each of which included a specific relationship, to
examine whether the mediation was total or partial (the first condition). We
found potential support for partial mediation for the network size–happiness
(Δχ2 [1] = 5.164, p = .023), network size–well-being (Δχ
2
[1] = 5.436, p = .020),
and intimacy–well-being (Δχ2 [1] = 6.063, p = .014) associations as adding the
direct effect statistically significantly improved the model fit. However, for
the intimacy–happiness link, if there is mediation, the results support com-
plete mediation through social capital (Δχ2 [1] = .096, p = .757).
Second, we examined the indirect effect, which usually requires a Sobel
[71] test, to confirm or not the expected partial and complete mediations in
step 1. Because the model included multiple mediators, we applied the
method recommended by Bollen [6] and MacKinnon [51]. We used 5,000
bootstrap samples and the procedure recommended in previous literature
[85]. Table 4 presents the results of these analyses.
As depicted in Table 4, three of the four total indirect relationships are
statistically significant, which supports the mediations in those three cases.
The total indirect effect of network size on happiness was statistically sig-
nificant (Z = 7.850, p < .001). Further, the results show that mediation
simultaneously runs through both social capital facets, bonding (Z = 5.143,
p < .001) and bridging social capital (Z = 5.983, p < .001). Given the statisti-
cally significant improvement in model fit when the direct effect is added
(Δχ2 [1] = 5.164, p = .023), mediation was partially supported for the network
size–happiness relation. The number of friends had a positive total indirect
effect on well-being (Z = 6.518, p < .001)—largely due to the effect through
bridging social capital (Z = 6.262, p < .001). As we observed a statistically
significant improvement in model fit through the integration of the direct
association (Δχ2 [1] = 5.436, p = .020), mediation was partially supported.
However, the effects of intimacy were more complex. That is, intimacy
statistically significantly and positively influenced happiness through bond-
ing social capital (Z = 2.986, p = .003) but negatively through bridging social
capital (Z = –3.012, p = .003). This combination of a positive and a negative
association with the two social capital facets explains the statistically
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nonsignificant total indirect effect of intimacy on happiness (Z = –1.152, p =
.249). Given the assessment of model fit improvement (Δχ2 [1] = .096, p =
.757), specific indirect effects per social capital facets were supported and
completely mediated. Finally, intimacy negatively influenced well-being (Z =
–3.154, p = .002), in that intimate relationships on SNSs hindered the devel-
opment of bridging social capital (Z = –3.038, p = .002), which, in turn,
seemed to drive the impact of FB on subjective well-being more powerfully
than did bonding social capital. Consequently, the initial conclusion of
partial mediation for the intimacy–well-being association was supported as
the added direct relation statistically significantly improved the model fit
(Δχ2 [1] = 6.063, p = .014).
Discussion and Implications
Discussion of Key Findings and Contribution of the Research
The findings affirm the important influence of social network size on bridging and
bonding social capital, consistent with previous results [20]. The size of a respon-
dent’s network positively influences bonding and bridging social capital.
Although the link between bonding social capital and the impact that the SNS
has on well-being is not statistically significant, the link significantly affects
perceived happiness with SNS use. Bridging social capital strongly influences
Table 4 Total and specific indirect effects
Total Indirect Effect 95% BCI
Specific indirect effect B SE –5% +5% Z p
Size → Happiness (total indirect) .137 .017 .108 .166 7.850 .000
Size → Bonding → Happiness .046 .009 .031 .060 5.143 .000
Size → Bridging → Happiness .092 .015 .066 .117 5.983 .000
Intimacy → Happiness (total indirect) –.022 .019 –.054 .010 –1.152 .249
Intimacy → Bonding → Happiness .024 .008 .011 .037 2.986 .003
Intimacy → Bridging → Happiness –.046 .015 –.071 –.021 –3.012 .003
Size → Well-Being (total indirect) .135 .021 .101 .169 6.518 .000
Size → Bonding → Well–Being –.006 .005 –.013 .001 –1.337 .181
Size → Bridging → Well–Being .133 .021 .098 .168 6.262 .000
Size → Bonding → Happiness → Well–Being .003 .002 .000 .005 1.463 .143
Size →Bridging → Happiness → Well–Being .005 .003 .000 .010 1.701 .089
Intimacy → Well-Being (total indirect) –.071 .023 –.108 –.034 –3.154 .002
Intimacy → Bonding → Well–Being –.003 .002 –.007 .001 –1.317 .188
Intimacy → Bridging → Well–Being –.067 .022 –.103 –.031 –3.038 .002
Intimacy → Bonding → Happiness → WB .001 .001 .000 .003 1.347 .178
Intimacy → Bridging → Happiness → WB –.003 .002 –.006 .001 –1.364 .173
B = bootstrap estimator, SE = bootstrap standard error, 95% BCI = 95% bootstrap confidence interval.
Number of bootstrap samples: 5,000.
Notes: Specific indirect effects in italics.
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happiness with SNS use and the impact of the SNS on the respondent’s overall
well-being. Finally, happiness with SNS use is related positively to overall life
evaluations.
The focus of this study is the role of intimacy on an SNS, which not only is
related negatively to the number of friends on the SNS but also enhances
bonding social capital and statistically significantly reduces an individual’s
chances of reaching novel ideas and information. Intimacy and closeness
have appeared in previous studies on social capital development and its
effects in medical settings [67], but the existing electronic commerce literature
has neglected these relations. In general, SNSs, such as FB, offer a way to
meet new people and keep updated on what is happening outside one’s own
social network. Intimacy also directly affects the impact of FB on well-being,
pointing to the notion that SNSs supplement offline relationships. If a user
concentrates on close relationships, then the SNS helps him or her to further
bond with friends in real life. However, including social capital as a mediator
reveals a more complex picture of the intimacy effects online as it might
reduce happiness with the SNS through the negative impact on bridging
social capital. The mediated effects of the social network characteristics on
the outcome variables (happiness and overall well-being) further support the
results of the hypothesized model and emphasize the importance of social
capital as a mediator. The present findings are largely consistent with the
Internet-enhanced self-disclosure hypothesis [78] and empirical studies on
related topics [13, 61].
The present research contributes to the social commerce literature in several
ways. First, we crafted a conceptual model based on social capital theory to link
the network characteristics of an SNS to users’ well-being by supporting the
mediating role of social capital. In contrast to the emphasis in the literature on
social capital theory and social network theory on the crucial role of homophi-
lous [47] and heterophilous interactions [25] separately, the present study
combines these perspectives and transfers the simultaneous analysis of different
types of social capital in enhancing well-being to an SNS. Thus, we tackle the
often-emphasized tension between two opposite views of how social capital is
created within social networks [24]. Coleman’s [15] understanding of network
closure emphasizes the importance of cohesive—or strong—ties to build social
capital, but Burt’s [10, 11] structural hole theory actually understands cohesive
ties as hindering the development of social capital. In the present study, two
types of social capital—bonding (i.e., accessing social capital for social and
emotional support) and bridging capital (i.e., accessing social capital for new
resources and novel information)—capture both sides of this tension and thus,
show two routes to happiness and well-being. Social capital theory was shown
to be a valuable theoretical framework in the context of social commerce [76].
Second, while practitioners still struggle with the impact of their social media
engagements on the bottom line [56], our study deals with social network
characteristics and social capital from the users’ perspective, and thus contri-
butes to the increasing literature on social commerce [46]. Understanding the
effects of FB network characteristics and social capital on individual-level out-
comes, such as happiness and well-being, presents an important insight for
driving the success of an SNS [52] and thus of social commerce in the future. As
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socialmedia such as SNSs are the nexus ofmany social commerce initiatives, the
development and sustainability of those platforms are essential. In a recent
study, Mamonov, Koufaris, and Benbunan-Fich [52] find that sense of commu-
nity—a concept that is rather close to the examined network characteristic and
social capital—positively affects information consumption, contribution, and
overall sustainability of an SNS. By focusing on the drivers of users’ affective
and cognitive assessment of SNS impact, we extend Mamonov, Koufaris, and
Benbunan-Fich’s finding on the sustainability of an SNS. Furthermore, positive
individual outcomes such as happiness and well-being play a pivotal role in
serving as a resource in striving for primary control —the motivation to invest
time and effort in the pursuit of goals [33] and to reinforce activities in the future
[27]. As bridging social capital substantially drives happiness and well-being in
our study, individuals will further increase bridging social capital building
activities in the future in searching for new experiences.
Managerial and Social Implications
In an era in which businesses struggle with the outcomes of their efforts
on an SNS, these findings offer good news. Bridging social capital is a
stronger driver of happiness with FB and its impact on well-being than is
bonding social capital. Therefore, the social networks on FB appear inclu-
sive, instead of exclusive. Users want to get in touch with new people,
maintain distant relationships, learn about novel ideas, and integrate new
information. In turn, FB users may be less likely to consider a brand or
commercial message as too intrusive. We also know from social network
theory that weak ties (compared with strong ties) help diffuse information
and messages through social networks [25, 39]. From a social commerce
perspective, this finding has considerable potential for WOM marketing
campaigns via SNSs [22], because messages and ideas spread more easily
and rapidly through networks with weak ties. Furthermore, firms’ efforts
in driving social commerce and improving consumers’ interactions with
brands can pay off in the future as SNS users access bridging social
capital on SNSs. However, campaigns designed to enhance WOM and
motivate SNS users to share content on FB should take into account both
social capital facets and adapt messages to users with a bridging- or
bonding-related focus [23]. Furthermore, when SNS users focus on devel-
oping and accessing social capital, the strength of the relationship with
brands is shown to positively affect the decision to share brand-related
content, whereas the relationship with the brand and the quality (e.g.,
intimacy) of interpersonal relationships is influential if the referral of
brand-related content is actually accepted [31]. With relations and inter-
actions on SNSs inclusive instead of exclusive, users’ relationships might
further include various interpersonal relations and weaker or stronger
relationships with firms and brands [31, 62].
From a broader perspective, the present findings show that social interac-
tions through SNSs are valuable, because these social interactions help
develop and leverage both facets of individual-level social capital. Even if
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SNSs function to help people stay connected with others with whom they
already have offline relationships, the chance to interact with various people
from different contexts helps users develop their bridging social capital.
However, as frustrations with online communication and interactions man-
ifest, critical and even skeptical voices regarding these effects may gain new
traction.
Limitations and Further Research
This research contributes to research on social capital in SNSs, although
several limitations suggest further research directions. First, to measure the
quality of the social network, we calculated an intimacy index based on the
respondents’ categorization of their friends into seven groups. Although
categorization approaches [4, 9, 35] and intimacy indexes [14] are frequently
used in the literature, they do include potential limitations. As the intimacy
index used presents the mean value of the individual’s friendship categories,
it does not account for the distribution across those categories. This poten-
tially leads to similar mean values even though the individuals show very
different types of relationships. Further research could integrate perceived
intimacy or relationship closeness on FB as a variable, using an operationa-
lization found in previous literature [67]. Rau, Gao, and Ding [66], for
instance, propose a distinction between verbal (i.e., self-disclosure through
the depth and breadth of interactions) and affective intimacy (i.e., closeness
and emotional bonds) in explaining posting behavior on SNSs. Second, while
our results show that the intimacy level of a user’s social network within an
SNS negatively affects bridging social capital, future studies are needed to
further examine this effect. In our research, intimacy and network size are
negatively correlated. However, a classification approach of FB users may
refine our results as uses may include the simultaneous development of
bonding and bridging social capital.5
Third, to evaluate the effect of a user’s social network characteristics
through social capital on positive outcome variables, we applied short,
straightforward measures for broad concepts, such as happiness and well-
being. However, to draw a more complete picture and to capture the often
multiple facets of those concepts [60], future studies could draw a more
complete picture of these two concepts by using more robust operationaliza-
tions of happiness [58] or well-being [60].
Our model and findings present a positive picture of online social inter-
actions, but future research could investigate the potential threats of SNS
usage to well-being, such as the impact of privacy concerns [37]. Whereas we
imagined well-being as an outcome, concepts related to well-being (e.g.,
loneliness, anxiety) could also drive social interactions on an SNS [54]. The
idea of well-being–related factors driving social networking activities, such
as friending, should further account for respondents’ offline relationships
and friendship orientation. Intimacy could, in that context, combine an off-
line and an online perspective. Finally, future investigations could examine
the role of potential moderators, such as SNS usage intensity [79].
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While understanding of users’ network characteristics, accessed social
capital, and the effects on individual-level outcomes (such as happiness
and well-being) are important in designing effective and efficient campaigns
[70] to drive social commerce success, future studies should use the findings
of the present study to examine the effects of additional network character-
istics (such as the network structure) and social capital focus on brand- and
purchase-related outcome variables. In the same vein, we suggest including
social media-specific network characteristics. As the term social media covers
many forms and a fast-evolving number of platforms and interactions within
those platforms, future studies should further investigate the antecedents
and outcomes of social capital. In the present study, FB was considered as
one of the major social media platforms. While we are convinced that the
routes of network characteristics through bonding and bridging social capital
exist—for other social media types with bidirectionally connected contacts
(e.g., LinkedIn)—additional research should aim at replicating and extending
our findings to social media platforms such as Snapchat or microblogging
sites such as Twitter, which are often characterized by one-directional rela-
tionships such as followers.
Finally, while the possibility to recruit respondents through a large online
community comes with several advantages as compared to other sampling
methods (e.g., student samples), potential sampling bias, such as self-selec-
tion bias, cannot be completely esxcluded. We thus call for replications of our
results with complementary samples and different sampling methods.
However, the large sample of 2,116 respondents in two countries and a call
for participation in our study without revealing the purpose and goals of the
research reduces the effect of any sampling bias.
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Appendix
Table A1. Reliability ρ and convergent validity ρvc for the used constructs
ρ ρvc
Bonding social capital (adapted from Williams [83])
Interactions .91 .76
● There are several people among my Facebook friends I trust to help solve my problems.
● There is someone among my Facebook friends I can turn to for advice about making very
important decisions.
● There is someone among my Facebook friends that I feel comfortable talking to about intimate
personal problems.
Friendship .90 .76
● If I needed an emergency loan of money, I know someone among my Facebook friends I can turn
to.
● The people I interact with on Facebook would put their reputation on the line for me.
● The people I interact with on Facebook would share their last dollar with me.
Bridging social capital (adapted from Williams [83])
Things .90 .76
● Interacting with my Facebook friends makes me interested in things that happen outside of my
town.
● Interacting with my Facebook friends makes me want to try new things.
● Talking with my Facebook friends makes me curious about other places in the world.
People .87 .77
● Interacting with my Facebook friends gives me new people to talk to.
● On Facebook, I come in contact with new people all the time.
Happiness with Facebook (adapted from Niedermeier [58]) .95 .91
● Taking all things together, I feel happy with Facebook.
● With Facebook I feel well.
Facebook’s impact on well-being (own scale) .91 .72
● Facebook makes me feel less lonely in my life.
● Facebook increases the liberty in my life.
● Facebook makes me feel less depressive.
● Facebook makes my life more exciting.
Table A2. Discriminant validity assessment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
(1) Intimacy SIM
(2) Size .06 SIM
(3) Interactions < .01 .03 0.76
(4) Friendship .01 .01 0.44 0.75
(5) Things < .01 .03 0.32 0.24 0.76
(6) People .02 .02 0.03 0.07 0.29 0.77
(7) Happiness < .01 .03 0.11 0.10 0.26 0.21 0.91
(8) Well-Being .01 .02 0.04 0.07 0.24 0.51 0.26 0.72
Notes: Discriminant validity is reflected by the ρvc values on the diagonal and squared correlations between
constructs in the lower left angle. Bonding social capital dimensions are interactions and friendship. Bridging
social capital dimensions are things and people.
SIM = single-item measure.
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